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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION*

GEORGE ALBERT COE, PH.D., LL.D.

Professor, Union Theological Seminary, New York

If you had asked an Athenian in the age of Pericles, "What are
the religious ideals of Athens?" he would have had not the
slightest difficulty in replying. For Athens was the state and
the state maintained in the Eleusinian Mysteries an annual
revival of religious consciousness. Here the youths who had
reached an appropriate age gazed for the first time upon certain
sacred objects, and upon a solemn drama symbolical of the soul's
progress, while from the lips of the hierophant fell instruction
concerning the ideal meaning of life.

When we endeavor to say what are the religious ideals of
our own people we are in no such happy situation. America is
not the state. America has no hall of sacred mysteries, no
initiation of its youths into an American conviction as to the
destiny of man. There is no American church, and there will be
none. The spirit of America speaks in no creed of its own,
through no priestly voice. It is, rather, a certain ethereal essence
that thrills our souls when we meet one another simply as citizens.
Of it we may say:

There is no speech nor language;
Its voice is not heard.

Yet its line is gone out through all the earth,
And its words to the end of the world.

The audible voices of religion are not one, but many; we have
not a church, but churches, and these are contrary, the one to
the other. Possibly some future historian, free from all our
biases, will see in our sectarianism a real unity, a spiritual division
of labor. Let us hope that we shall yet discover that each of our
sects is but laying a separate stone in a single temple of the spirit.
But to us of the present, trying to understand ourselves, and to
be true to ourselves, the ideals of our religious bodies are con-
tradictory, irreconcilable. Our America is the scene of a war-
fare of the spirit.

I state this conclusion at the outset, in advance of the evi-
* One of the papers in a symposium on "The Ideals of Contemporary Life" given at The City Club,

Chicago.
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378 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

dence, partly in order that the evidence may be the more sharply
scrutinized, and partly in order that there may be no illusion as
to what is involved in our assumption that we are competent to
scrutinize religious ideals. Are we sure that our present scruti-
nizing attitude does not already contradict some of the ideals
that we are sure to meet? We are assuming—are we not?—that
the religious divisions of our populace are so many sects, each of
which we regretfully see going on its own way. We desire that
all of them shall discover some common or inclusive principle,
following which each may contribute to the unification of Ameri-
can purpose. If, indeed, these sects would acknowledge them-
selves to be sects; if each one would seek to transcend itself in
some inclusive truth or purpose; if ecclesiastical institutions
understood themselves to be subject, as individuals are, to the
spiritual law that he who seeks to save his life loses it—then the
search in which we are at this moment engaged might regard
itself as non-partisan and judicial.

But what if our religious divisions should deny that they are
sects? What if each one should say, " I have already settled the
question that you are ultimately interested in, the only possible
basis for the unification of the spirit of America is that which I
prescribe?" Then, in truth, our condition would be that of
spiritual warfare, and at once the problem would arise whether
any genuine neutrality is possible, whether we have not already
taken an unneutral attitude by beginning this inquiry.

As the neophyte who sought admission to the temple at
Eleusis was required to declare that he was intelligible of speech
and pure of hand, so we who now agree to gaze upon the holy
things of one another's faiths may well require of ourselves both
high sincerity and absolute frankness with one another. This
places upon me an obligation to confess that the spirit in which I
survey our contemporary ideals permits me to doubt whether any
religious group among us is more than a sect. I assume the
liberty of questioning whether any ecclesiastical body has com-
mitted itself in word and act to any ideal that can possibly be the
rallying center for the spiritual aspirations of all America. If,
now, there be neighbors of mine who would declare against me
any spiritual penalty for raising this question; if any be found
who insist upon prescribing my conclusion in advance and re-
gardless of what I can observe—if there be such persons, I take
them, and the ideal that they represent, to be most sectarian of
all, least capable of uniting our divided souls.
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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION 379

It is because I find ecclesiastical groups requiring of one
another submission rather than mutual self-transcendence; it is
because there are religious ideals that cannot incorporate into
themselves the freedom that I am at this moment assuming—it
is for these reasons that I am obliged to regard the spiritual life
of America as a warfare of the spirit. And because I must in
this discussion assume unqualified freedom of religious inquiry,
it has seemed to be the part of neighborly frankness to invite you
to judge for yourselves whether this makes me, also, a sectary.
Let me confess also without reservation that as I gaze on the
divisiveness of our religious life there moves within me what
seems to be a religious spirit that is larger, more inclusive than
all fenced-in religion, even the spirit of America—nay, of some-
thing larger than America. I worship the God, not of a religious
institution, not of a nation, not of a part of history but of the
whole, even the God who, breathing himself everywhere into the
human clod, makes it a spirit, a social craving, even the spirit of
humanity, yes, the spirit of a possible world society. I bow my
spirit before the Spirit of the world democracy that is to be.

How shall we know what are the ideals of our churches?
Shall we go to their formulated creeds and confessions of faith?
These symbols of faith were constructed for the most part in
earlier generations, before the problems of society could be seen
in the perspective that is inevitable to us. In particular, you
will not find here the concepts that are current in our aspirations
toward democracy.

Lo, where his coming looms,
Of Earth's anarchic children latest born,
Democracy, a Titan who hath learned
To laugh at Jove's old-fashioned thunderbolts,—
Could he not also forge them, if he would?

King by mere manhood, nor allowing aught
Of holier unction than the sweat of toil;
In his own strength sufficient; called to solve
On the rough edges of society,
Problems long sacred to the chosen few,
And improvise what elsewhere men receive
As gifts of deity; tough foundling reared
Where every man's his own Melchisedek,
How make him reverent of a King of kings?

—LOWELL, The Cathedral.

This problem of religion is simply unrecognized in the tradi-
tional forms of doctrine. We must look elsewhere if we wish to
know what relation exists today between religious ideals and the
ideals of democratic society. On the other hand, it should be
remembered that creeds do not for the most part attempt to
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380 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

describe the good life. Rather, each creed represents a party
vote on disputed questions of Scripture and of history. Hence
it comes to pass that upon the lips of many Christians there are
symbols of Christianity that say not a specific word about the
love that is the fulfilling of the law. Not in these ancient symbols
shall we find the ideals by which men live.

Is the meaning of religion in modern life revealed, then, in
the intermittent geysers called revivals? To some extent it is.
A great popular revival is a holiday of the spirit, a temporary
release from the dullness of the economic grind. Here springs of
tears and of laughter that have been going dry are unsealed.
Here for the moment, the individual mind, melted into a mass
consciousness, basks in the freedom of irresponsibility. By
these processes many a man is released from the iron bands of
evil habits. Here, he ped by social stimulus, men acquire moral
courage and momentum. Loyalties of no mean quality displace
for a time, frequently for a lifetime, the petty will that had de-
veloped in the individual's narrow round. Common morality
and traditiona1 conceptions of religious duty are uniformly
preached in revivals. But if we ask revivalism to show us what
is to be done with the tremendous social and anti-social forces
that swirl around us, its voice grows feeble. If we ask it how
America shall attain to the spiritual wholeness toward which she
strives to lift her eyes, revivalism becomes dumb.

There are three sources of information as to religious ideals,
however, upon which, in conjunction, we may rely with some
confidence, namely: The expenditures of religious bodies, the
content and method of religious education, and declarations of
religious bodies when they are confronted with the social prob-
lems of the day.

Let us begin with expenditures; for where your heart is there
will your treasure be also! Here we come upon some things that
are common to all the faiths. Religion means to all our people,
among other things, regard for those who are in sickness and
distress. However numerous and deep our differences may be,
the Good Samaritan has our unanimous franchise. Expenditures
for education indicate another tenet of all American religion.
Every child of God must have opportunity for education. A
third and vast item of expenditure is that for the maintenance of
worship. Costly worship is pract ced by all religious bodies, but
the types differ so much that no single or brief statement of the
ideals that are here seeking utterance can be adequate.
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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION 381

Some notion of the largeness of life and of its weakness; some
acknowledgment of the majesty of duty and of human frailty;
some hope of a social future greater and better than the present;
some feeling of a divine presence in these convictions of largeness
and majesty and progress—these things, all looking toward
ideals, are always present. But what contribution is being made
by public worship to the spiritual unity of America or of the
world? To enter some of our sanctuaries is to withdraw for the
time being from America, struggling to become a soul, and to
spend an hour in agreeable apartness. The portals of some of our
temples swing between a vast and seething present, full of un-
solved problems, and a reposeful past which in magnificent
attire ever celebrates anew its own complete self-sufficiency.
Yet here and there prophetic individuals, having caught glimpses
of God, precisely in America's bewilderment about her own soul,
cause the experience of worship, through prayer and sermon, to
become a consecration to the great Spirit of Unity.

Still other vast sums are devoted to missions at home and
abroad. What ideals does this expenditure represent? Mixed
ideals, undoubtedly. The sentiment of pity, obedience to a com-
mand of Jesus, loyalty to a denominational enterprise, desire to
extend one's own ecclesiastical organization—all these are here.
But something more is here, something exceedingly vital. The
modern foreign missionary movement started out as an effort
to rescue individuals from sin by preaching; it is transforming
itself into cooperation with the socially constructive forces of
other peoples to the end that the level of whole civilizations may
be raised. Educative processes that form the social standards
are becoming basal in missionary strategy. Moreover, the
original intent to add new members to our own respective ecclesi-
astical bodies is being converted into the policy of transferring
the control of native churches as rapidly as possible to the natives
themselves, and of uniting in these churches the various denomi-
national groups even though we still remain separate in our own
land. Finally, the home base is undergoing reconstruction; we
see the laymen of today meeting in great assemblies to consider
the world situation under the assumption that the problem of a
world religion is their affair. The enlargement of social horizon
that is coming—that has already come—is a notable fact. Lay-
men are actually beginning to think their religion, even their
personal religious life, in terms of a possible world society. After
full reckoning has been made of ecclesiastical divisions and am-
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382 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

bitions in mission work, and of mixed motives everywhere, the
missionary enterprise of today must be recognized as a tremen-
dous expansion and deepening of social ideals.

A source of information more trustworthy even than eccle-
siastical expenditures is religious education. For when we teach
the young we discriminate between what we are and what our
ideal is. Education never says to children "Be what we are,"
but "Be better than we are." Here we criticise ourselves, and
pay something for preventing in future generations the faults
of our own. This is our most practical idealism. Tell me what
and how you teach the children, and I will tell you to what ideals
you are really awake.

What, then, are the churches teaching their children? All
of the churches, to begin with, are teaching common morality.
By this I mean both the "do nots" of the Ten Commandments
and also the "do" principle of merciful kindness. Through the
constant inculcation of these principles among more than fifteen
millions of the population, mostly children and youth, the Sun-
day schools and other church schools have become a moral bul-
wark of incalculable significance. The public school, when it
instructs and trains its pupils in morals, relies upon the open,
continuous standard-setting done by the religious bodies. Im-
agine the plight of the public-school teachers if they could not
rely upon such educational support. Think what it would mean
if the state should suddenly find itself the only institution where-
by society introduces children to the moral wisdom of the race,
the only one that sets about awakening the heart of the child,
out of which are the issues of social life! The American system
of education is not identical with the public schools. Our system
includes the public schools and the churches as complementary,
mutually supporting parts.

In the social ideals that control religious education unanimity
will be found at one point, certainly. All religious bodies stand
for the integrity of the monogamous family. But beyond this
there is variation, and there is likewise much uncertainty. To say
merely that common morality is inculcated leaves the story of
ideals less than half told. For one and the same moral command
may represent contradictory ideals. "Thou shalt not steal" is
actually made to mean in our present life either "Hold as sacred
the present law of private property" or "Revise this law funda-
mentally in the interest of humanity." "Thou shalt not kill"
may mean either "Refrain from murder in the common-law
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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION 383

sense," or "Take the commercial profit out of everything that
depresses human vitality by accidents, disease, or overwork."
"Love of neighbor" may mean either relieving distress, or re-
moving the causes of distress, or the democracy of equal opportun-
ity as against special privilege. Therefore we must discrimi-
nate between the different social ideals that control religious
education here and there.

The extraordinary revival of religious education in orthodox
Judaism is inspired by an ideal of racial solidarity. To keep the
blood pure, to perpetuate ancient ceremonies, to keep alive mem-
ories that separate this people from all others—this is funda-
mental. Therefore instruction in the Hebrew tongue is promi-
nent, and marvelously effective methods for teaching it to
American children have been worked out. Here, then, is the
ideal of a permanent cleavage in the social consciousness of
America. Liberal Judaism, on the other hand, emphasizing the
social ideals of the great prophets of the race, shows in varying
degrees a tendency to transcend the things that separate fellow
citizens from one another.

Religious education in the Catholic Church is a closely articu-
lated system that follows with unwavering fidelity certain thor-
oughly conscious ideals. Moral conduct is rigidly insisted upon,
and much definite training is provided. But this is not all.
Through every item there runs a thread that suspends the whole
upon a particular view of social law. Moral conduct is obedience.
It is prescribed by authority. Without any ambiguity whatever
Catholic education supports law and order. It does so with the
greatest naturalness because this great church conceives itself,
in all its spiritual labors, as the authoritative administrator of
fixed divine commands. To revert to an Aristotelian conception,
the church is the "form" and moving principle, while men are
"matter" which is to receive impetus, direction, and particular
quality from this "form." The authority of the church depends
not a whit upon the suffrage of its members.

Consider, now, that this authority includes morals as well as
faith. Two things follow:. First, the public school cannot be
competent to teach morals because it does not recognize the one
authority that, as Catholics believe, is competent to say what is
right and what wrong. Second, Catholics must oppose every
social theory that seems to make men themselves the source of
law. Hence Catholicism's implacable antagonism to socialism.
Catholic religious education without doubt tends to forestall
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384 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

social discontent, not only of the impulsive sort, but also of the
reflective sort as far as it is inspired by any non-conformist ethical
feeling.

The only ethical unity of America that Catholicism will at all
consider, therefore, depends upon accepting the Catholic inter-
pretation of authority in religion and morals. This great his-
toric institution sees no hope for our moral distractions, our
divided purposes, short of the extension of the church itself until
it becomes the one and only church of us all. This is her ideal
America. She cannot participate in our public schools whole-
heartedly, but only partially, and as a temporary accommodation
to a system that she regards as fundamentally wrong. She
cannot identify herself whole-heartedly with any humanitarian
reconstruction of the ethical bases of law, for she regards her
authority in the moral sphere as exclusive.

There are Protestant bodies also, or at least parties, that with
varying degrees of insistence teach their children to think that
the spiritual unity of America is possible only through entrance
into one particular sheepfold. Their church is "the" church; all
others are "sects" or "denominations." Or, their creed is a
finality to which all must ultimately bow. Partly by open speech,
but more largely by silent assumption, dogma still separates good
men. Still the ancient art of slaying men by words is practiced
among us. Yet on the whole it may be claimed that our manners
are improving. They are improving partly because scholarship
applied to ancient dogmas has shown how largely they are reflec-
tions of historic periods and incidents. But our manners are
improving also because larger and finer social ideals are coming
to be incorporated into theological presuppositions.

It is noticeable that ecclesiasticisms of the exclusive types
tend to set off the sacred from the secular, giving religion a sphere
peculiar to itself, and thus saving it from excessive contact with
the jarring ideals of society at large. I do not see how any ex-
clusive ecclesiasticism can do otherwise. In an era of science
one must not be infallible in too many things, and when laws
depend upon the votes of the whole people, a particular church
must not prescribe too much. But this results in the following
paradoxical situation: Logically considered, every act of legis-
lation is subject to an ethical test. In numberless cases ethical
motives are actually appealed to on behalf of, or in opposition to,
a proposed law. This is true not only of laws that relate to vice
and crime, but also to those that concern the social welfare, to
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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION 385

say nothing of the fundamental rights of man. There is not an
item in the law of contracts, there is not a business custom, that
does not involve the ultimate question of the value of human
life and the proper relations between man and man as persons.
If I mistake not, some consciousness that this is so has begun to
pervade the populace,'.and the masses are already seeking for
a comprehensive principle and motive for social organization.
But it must be pointed out that the religious bodies that most
insist upon the possession of exclusive or unique authority for
themselves or for their dogmas are the ones that have the least
quarrel with the bisection of life into secular and sacred.

But Protestantism, in most of its bodies at least, reveals the
presence of a contrary tendency. Most of the Sunday schools
say to their children, "Here are, indeed, revealed truths that
must surely be believed, but listen for God in your own heart,
and then live from within outward." Now, this emphasis upon
having a right heart brings these Protestants into a peculiar rela-
tion to social agitations that proceed from the heart. On the
one hand, some of the leaders, holding that social service and
social reconstruction are not religion, have insisted that the old
slogan, "Get right with God," is sufficient for the church. But
other leaders, pointing out' that Jesus made love to God and love
to men a single principle, have replied that there is no way to get
right with God except through active love, and that, consequently,
the reconstruction of society into a brotherhood is the process of
salvation.

Thus it comes to pass that the missionary motive, with its
world-outlook, has begun to fuse with the brotherhood-motive
of our most daring humanitarianism. This fusion is already
expressing itself in the Laymen's Missionary Movement and in
the religious instruction of children. Not, perhaps, with the
consistency of a fully matured policy, but yet with the inevita-
bility of a life process, the new courses of lessons for Protestant
Sunday schools have begun to focus life's ideals around the con-
ception of a world-br'otherhood. Further, the new methods of
religious education include with entire definiteness the training of
children in missions and social service as a single program.

What is the reaction of ecclesiastical assemblies when they
face the problems of our distracted society? Do these assemblies
use the dialect of a privileged or inert social class, or the intelT
ligible speech of a genuine world-brotherhood? As in the case
of missions, so here ecclesiastidsm cannot yet be said to have
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386 RELIGIOUS EDUCATION

realized clearly that it must lose its life if it is to gain the world-
life toward which it aspires. Missions plus remedial philanthropy
may be taken for granted; but social reconstruction both at home
and in mission fields cannot as yet. Nevertheless the acknowl-
edged motive of brotherhood has already produced some remark-
able utterances concerning current social problems. For example,
the Federal Council of Churches has united upon a "Social Creed "
that faces in the spirit of brotherhood a rather remarkable catalog
of our social conflicts. Underlying the whole is this declaration:
"The Church does not stand for the present social order, but
only for so much of it as accords with the principles laid down by
Jesus Christ." This new confession of faith, taken in connection
with parallel declarations by various denominational assemblies,
makes it impossible to accept the assertion that is sometimes
made that the churches are so many fortresses of social con-
servatism.

What would happen to our economic and political system if
the spirit of brotherly love for all mankind should get control of
it? The answer to this question will reveal the latent radicalism
—and not altogether latent—that is in Protestant Christianity.
There is, in fact, a large and increasing number of men and
women whose religious convictions require the testing of every
social regulation and custom by this question: "Does it build up
the life of all the men and women and children concerned?"
Alongside the fiscal balance sheet there is demanded a human
balance sheet that shall show the health and happiness and possi-
bilities of character that go into industry and that come out of it.
The clearer thinkers in Protestantism have seen that to be Chris-
tians they must insist that business become organized love. To
this end they intend, as far as in them lies, to organize men of good
will into a brotherhood that shall get control of law and adminis-
tration and the natural resources of the earth.

These persons, and their number is growing, have the radical-
ism of those who are conscious of themselves as instruments of the
loving will of God. Call this fantastic if you will. Say that
men cannot love one another to any such extent. Say that men
have individual rights or vested interests that they will never
surrender. Nevertheless the fact remains that, with fresh and
enlarged application, multitudes of men believe with intensity
that" God is love," and that the law for our life, a law that must
be put into all laws and institutions, is, "Thou shalt love thy
neighbor as thyself."
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CONTEMPORARY IDEALS IN RELIGION 387

Do any of our religious ideals contain healing for the present
world fever? The nations are writhing, and crying, and striking
at one another in delirium. Religion that supposed itself to be a
monotheism of universal human significance turns out to be a
collection of national religions, each with its own god of war.
With their lips men had spoken of divine love and of human
brotherhood; but men had not counted the cost of brotherhood,
nor made their industrial institutions into instruments of brother-
hood, nor trained their own spirits steadily to think of national
boundaries or of diplomacy as so many opportunities for brotherly
love. Brotherhood was a sentiment, a hope, an ethical fragrance;
but the hand upon the throttle of the social engine of steel was
not the right hand of fellowship.

Has American religion anything better to offer? We have
pious desires for world peace, and for the permanent cessation of
war. But how do our prayers differ from those of the belliger-
ents, all of whom desire peace? Wherein is our religion any more
of a guarantee of world brotherhood than theirs? Who are our
brothers? Religiously considered, what are national boundaries?
What constitutes national honor or vital interest, religiously
considered? What is the flag to God?

All those who stand forth as spokesmen for God, assure us
that he desires universal peace. "Surely," they all say, "the
land of world peace floweth with milk and honey." But' here
the "voices become confused. Most of them appear to be saying,
"We are not able to go up against national selfishness and na-
tional self-will, those great giants, the sons of Anak. The land
through which we have gone to spy it out is a land that eateth up
the inhabitants thereof, and all the people that we saw in it are
men of great stature; we were in our own sight as grasshoppers,
and so were we in their sight.." And one saith to another, "Let
us make a captain, and let us return into Egypt." But a few
of the forth-speakers for God use a different tone. "Let us go
up at once," they say, "for we are well able to overcome. Pear
not the people of the land. If only God delight in us, the God of
the world-brotherhood, he will bring us into the land of world
peace, and give it unto us."

Thus speak the few. But the congregation bids stone them
with stones.
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